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EDITORIAL 

Same Nationalism, Opposite 
Internationalization Policies 
Hans de Wit, Philip G. Altbach and Chris R. Glass 

igher education internationalization is in turmoil. For 
centuries, student mobility and other aspects of global 
engagement have been dominated by high-income 
countries and their institutions in the Global North. 

Inequality in all its dimensions was and still is the case. But 
things are changing. 
Over the past few decades, we have observed a gradual shift 
toward increased presence of the Global South in research and 
science production, in South–South cooperation, and in the 
global higher education rankings. Currently, we see an 
acceleration in this shift. China especially has increased its 
presence and has overtaken the United States in science 
production. Other Asian countries have also improved. 
As a reason for this accelerated shift, there is understandably a 
lot of attention to the current wave of nationalism in the United 
States and some European countries, including restrictive visa 
regulations, travel bans, budget cuts, attacks on academic values, 
and knowledge security measures. But nationalism is not unique 
to the Global North; on the contrary, it is quite a dominant 
feature in low- and middle-income countries as well. Yet these 
countries seem to have opposite policies relating to 
internationalization—governments, universities, and science 
are moving toward more international cooperation and 
competition. 

An Accelerating Shift? 

The developments are accelerating, especially if we look at the 
international indicators for high-income countries. The number 
of international students is declining in the so-called “Big Four” 
Anglophone countries (the United States, the United Kingdom, 
Australia, and Canada), as well as in some other top receiving 
countries such as the Netherlands. Higher education and 
research face severe budget cuts in several of these countries. 
Academic freedom is eroding in some. Knowledge security puts 
a brake on international collaboration in teaching and research. 
The United States, traditionally the leading scientific power, is 
cutting itself off from the rest of the world—this will inevitably 
have significant implications for the global “balance of scientific 
power.” This dynamic is self-reinforcing: when talent pipelines 
are cut, research productivity declines, institutional quality 
erodes, and the country becomes less attractive to the next 
generation of global talent, while countries absorbing that 
displaced talent build capacity that compounds over time. 
The latest US national security strategy explicitly rejects the 
pursuit of “global talent,” decoupling immigration policy from 
innovation strategy—a link that every previous administration, 
Republican and Democrat alike, had maintained. Several 
European governments (Hungary, Slovakia) follow a similar, if 
less explicit, direction. 

A Brighter Picture Elsewhere 

The picture looks brighter in some other European countries—
Germany, France, and Spain in particular—and also in Japan and 
South Korea. International student numbers are increasing, and 
attracting skilled immigrants amid demographic decline is 
becoming a priority. Although immigration remains 
controversial, there is significant rethinking of priorities and 
understanding that highly qualified immigrants are important 
for local economies. Denmark and the Netherlands, which had 
previously cut English-language degree programs, have reversed 
course—restoring funding and recognizing the importance of 
international students. 
The European Commission, while stressing knowledge security, 
is promoting international collaboration in education and 
research as well as academic freedom. On 29 January 2026, the 
Commission adopted its first-ever EU Visa Strategy alongside a 
Recommendation on attracting talent for innovation, marking 
an important step toward a more coordinated approach to 
mobility at the EU level. 
In middle-income countries in the Global South, we also observe 
positive moves. Internationalization is perceived as an 
important tool for national development and identity. We see 
sending countries becoming receiving countries for 
international students. India has just published a major 
government report on internationalization—promising to 
welcome branch campuses and joint degrees and expanding 
policies for increasing international students. Vietnam and 
Indonesia are also expanding internationalization initiatives; 
China and Malaysia have already aggressively implemented 
policies. Soft power is an important rationale, rather than 
revenue generation. And while these countries expand 
transnational education (TNE) domestically, they also become 
active TNE providers in other low- and middle-income 
countries and the broader Global South. 

Opportunities and Challenges of This Shift 

In a recent editorial, Simon Marginson provided a positive 
perspective on this shift from Western dominance towards a 
more equal world and higher education. It is difficult to disagree 
with this optimism or his criticism of Western colonialism. But 
a clear-eyed analysis of Global South internationalization is also 
necessary. Limitations on academic freedom, curtailed research 
independence, and overreliance on soft power goals may 
interfere with the best values of internationalization. 
Bamberger, Mulvey and Yan caution correctly that such 
reinterpretation is not normatively neutral but can imply “co-
optation by illiberal or authoritarian actors who may 
appropriate decolonial rhetoric for their own ends.” The balance 
of power may be shifting, but the alternatives are not necessarily 
positive. 

H 

https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20260204084630872
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20260204084630872
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20260204084630872
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/03050068.2025.2604460#abstract
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PRIVATE HIGHER EDUCATION 

Expansion and Innovation in Europe’s 
Private Higher Education Sector 
Isak Frumin 

European private higher education remains relatively small but has expanded rapidly over the last 
decade, dominated by demand-absorbing, product-oriented institutions. This paper argues that 
innovative private universities—especially digitally driven, distance-education, and alternative-
model institutions—act as laboratories for new forms of provision, widening access for 
nontraditional and international students and reshaping expectations about delivery, governance, 
and employability-oriented curricula. 

rivate higher education in Europe has long had a smaller 
footprint than in many other world regions, but the sector 
has grown significantly, especially during the last decade. 

Its growth is visible both in the number of institutions and in 
student enrollment, although the pattern is uneven across 
countries and partly shaped by national reporting practices. The 
share of private higher education in Europe is increasing, yet 
Europe remains below the global average, 11.4 versus 28.3 
percent. At the same time, the European picture is highly 
concentrated, with six countries accounting for around 80 
percent of all private higher education students on the continent. 

The student share of private higher education has been growing 
in countries such as Germany, Spain, Italy, Malta, Austria, 
Poland, and North Macedonia since 2013. Germany offers a 
particularly clear example of scale. Between 2010 and 2019, the 
10 largest private institutions, all universities of applied sciences, 
expanded rapidly. FOM Hochschule grew from 14,749 to 50,095 
students, while IUBH, now IU Internationale Hochschule, grew 
from 1,578 to about 100,000 students in 2024. 

Classification of Private Higher Education 
Institutions in Europe 

Daniel Levy’s well-known classification (identity, semi-elite, 
product-oriented) remains useful in making sense of this 
landscape in Europe. The scarcity of semi-elite private 
institutions is not surprising. Strong public universities 
continue to dominate the elite segment, especially in research 
prestige, public legitimacy, and state support. As a result, private 
institutions have had little room to develop as prestigious 
alternatives. 

Identity institutions appear relatively rare. Historically, many of 
the first private institutions in Europe were religious, but that 
strand is no longer central to the sector’s expansion. Still, there 
is one interesting modification worth making to Levy’s identity 
category. Europe has a small but visible group of English-
speaking private universities aimed primarily at international 
students. These institutions may be understood as a 

contemporary form of identity institution, not because they are 
grounded in religion or ideology, but because they organize 
themselves around a distinctive mission: internationality, 
English-medium instruction, and a cosmopolitan student 
experience. They often also try to be semi-elite. Constructor 
University Bremen, American University in Bulgaria, or Central 
European University, for example, are presented as highly 
international private universities with research-based 
education. Such institutions remain few, but they represent a 
recognizable niche within the broader private landscape. 

The dominant part of the sector, however, consists of demand-
absorbing and product-oriented institutions (whose core 
mission is to sell concrete, career-focused educational “products” 
that match labor-market demand). They start small but often 
grow through part-time and flexible programs. They 
concentrate in professional fields, especially business, 
management, applied health, and technology-related areas, 
where students seek clear labor-market returns and where 
curricula can be adapted relatively quickly. In Germany and the 
Netherlands, most private institutions are universities of applied 
sciences rather than research universities, and their growth is 
closely linked to career-oriented programs and nontraditional 
student demand. This supports the broader European argument: 
private higher education has expanded mainly not by replacing 
the public sector but by serving student groups, schedules, and 
program niches that public institutions have underserved. 

Three Main Areas of Innovation 

Within this broad product-oriented group, however, one finds 
a particularly interesting subset: innovative private universities 
that experiment with unusual educational models and influence 
the wider system beyond their size. These institutions do not 
usually occupy the elite segment, nor are they the largest 
providers. Yet they matter because they pilot approaches that 
public institutions, constrained by regulations and traditions, 
often adopt only much later. In this sense, the relative rigidity of 
the public sector helps explain why private institutions can play 

P 
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a larger innovative role than their numerical weight might 
suggest. 

The first area of innovation is distance education and flexible 
delivery. This is related to digitalization but deserves separate 
attention because it changes the social composition of higher 
education. Private institutions are not simply teaching existing 
student groups in new ways; they are bringing in new categories 
of learners. These include older students, part-time students, 
first-generation students, and international students. This 
broadening of the student base is one of the most consequential 
innovations in the sector. Institutions such as IU of Applied 
Sciences in Germany, International European University in 
Poland, Robert Kennedy College in Switzerland, Universidad 
Europea Online in Spain, and many others show how private 
online provision can expand access for students who cannot 
participate in conventional campus-based education. 

The second is digitalization. Private institutions use digital tools 
more actively than public institutions to reduce costs and 
improve efficiency. This includes online learning, AI-assisted 
learning, and digital management systems. Private institutions 
use digitalization strategically to scale provision, lower marginal 
costs, and support students who may be less traditionally 
prepared or less able to attend campus full-time. The Berlin 
School of Business and Innovation launched a metaverse campus 
in 2024, creating a virtual environment that mirrors the campus 
experience. ESMT Berlin issues blockchain-secured digital 
diplomas through so-called Smart Certificates. Other examples 
are Hyper Island in Sweden, which combines digital pedagogy 
with professional upskilling; and University of Nicosia in 
Cyprus, which has built a strong blockchain and metaverse 
profile. 

The third area is innovation in institutional models 
themselves—both in governance and teaching. Hyper Island 
combines education and consultancy, uses industry experts as 
teachers, and operates internationally with a hybrid model. 
Forward College, with campuses in Lisbon, Paris, and Berlin, 
builds mobility directly into the curriculum, requiring students 
to rotate across cities and embedding leadership development in 

academic design. CODE University in Berlin centers its model 
on project-based learning in software engineering, product 
management, and interaction design, allowing student projects 
to become real businesses. The London Interdisciplinary School 
replaces traditional majors with a problem-first curriculum 
focused on complex societal challenges. Merito in Poland 
illustrates a networked, multicampus model supported by strong 
digital infrastructure and centralized management. These are 
not merely branding exercises. They represent alternative 
designs for what a university can be. 

The growth of nontraditional forms of private higher education 
inevitably raises questions about academic quality and 
educational value, particularly from the standpoint of the 
traditional public sector. Yet skepticism alone is not enough: the 
sector’s expansion makes it increasingly important to examine 
more carefully what kinds of quality these institutions provide; 
which students they serve successfully; and what value they may 
add in terms of access, flexibility, employability, and innovation. 
Rather than judging these institutions only against conventional 
academic models, research should pay closer attention to the 
distinctive educational functions they perform and to the 
conditions under which innovation in private higher education 
strengthens, rather than weakens, the broader European higher 
education landscape. 

Europe’s private higher education sector is therefore not best 
understood only as a marginal supplement to public systems. It 
is still smaller than the global average, and in most countries its 
share remains below 30 percent. It is also uneven, concentrated, 
and largely nonelite. Yet it is growing, and much of that growth 
is connected to innovation. Most institutions remain demand-
absorbing and product-oriented, but a number of innovative 
universities are playing a disproportionate role in reshaping 
expectations about delivery, pedagogy, student recruitment, and 
institutional form. In a continent where public higher education 
remains strong but often rigid, private institutions have become 
laboratories of adaptation. Their importance lies not only in the 
students they enroll, but also in the models they test for the 
future of European higher education. 

 

Isak Frumin is professor and head of the Observatory of Higher Education Innovations at Constructor University Bremen (formerly 
Jacobs University Bremen), Germany. E-mail: ifrumin@constructor.university 
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PRIVATE HIGHER EDUCATION 

The Unexpected Rise of Private Higher 
Education in Germany 
Anna-Lena Rose and Liudvika Leišytė 

Private higher education sectors are experiencing dynamic developments worldwide, including an 
unexpected expansion in Western European countries such as Germany, which have historically 
relied on strong public higher education traditions. This development raises questions regarding 
the applicability of international research on private higher education to these systems and 
highlights important avenues for further research. 

n the past decade, private higher education has significantly 
expanded in Germany, a country long dominated by the 
public sector. This is perhaps especially surprising since 

public universities do not charge tuition fees in the German 
context. 

The global higher education landscape has seen a long-term 
rise—and, in some countries more recently, even a rise followed 
by a decline—in private higher education. Studies on private 
higher education have focused on many issues, in particular 
addressing how private higher education institutions are defined 
and differentiated with respect to their types, legal status, forms 
of ownership, educational profiles, and institutional missions, 
and raising questions about the quality or legitimacy of private 
higher education. A striking recent development is, as Daniel 
Levy has put it, the “unexpected” expansion of private higher 
education in Western European countries, which historically 
have relied on strong public higher education traditions. 

The literature underlines uncertainty around the extent to 
which findings from international research can be transferred to 
the European, and particularly the German, context. At the same 
time, it questions whether traditional analytical categories such 
as public versus private or nonprofit versus for-profit remain 
adequate for understanding contemporary higher education. 
These debates underscore the need for deeper inquiry into the 
evolving roles and configurations of private higher education 
worldwide. 

The Rise of Private Higher Education: 
Evidence from Germany 

In Germany, the first state-recognized private higher education 
institutions emerged around the 1970s. They were, however, not 
regarded as significant players within the German higher 
education sector, which has a strong tradition of public higher 
education offered free of charge, and have only recently gained 
substantial attention by researchers and policymakers. 

Over the past two decades, Germany has experienced a profound 
increase in enrollment at private higher education institutions. 

According to official statistics, only one percent of the national 
student population was enrolled in private higher education in 
the year 2000. This has increased to about three percent in the 
year 2010 and 13 percent—around 384.000 students in total—in 
2024. Meanwhile, the number of private higher education 
institutions has remained relatively stable at around 110 
institutions, whereas the overall sector (public and private 
institutions) comprises around 420 institutions. 

Taking a closer look at the types and characteristics of private 
higher education institutions in Germany, it becomes apparent 
that elite institutions, akin to elite private higher educations in 
the United States, are rare and that a strong focus on teaching 
and labor-market orientation prevails. Only a small number of 
private institutions in Germany conduct considerable research 
activity. Fewer than 20 percent of institutions have the status of 
research universities, while the others operate as universities of 
applied sciences. Private higher education institutions in 
Germany also differ by legal status, with just over half of them 
having nonprofit status, while slightly less than half operate as 
for-profits. Presumably for reasons of legitimacy and access to 
public funding, universities adhere to nonprofit legal forms. 

Overall, the German private higher education sector is regarded 
as highly heterogeneous, which partly also depends on the 
federally dispersed responsibilities for higher education and the 
differences in regulation for (private) higher education across 
the 16 German federal states. Existing attempts at categorization 
have considered research intensity, types of degrees offered, 
target groups, and teaching formats. The greatest increase in 
student numbers is observed in institutions with a clear labor-
market orientation as well as institutions offering flexible access 
to higher education in terms of location (remote teaching) and 
time (asynchronous formats or weekend and evening classes). It 
is estimated that at least a third of private higher education 
institutions offer a considerable number of their degrees based 
on online and remote teaching formats. 

I 
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Insights into the Governance of German 
Private Higher Education 

Our recent study on the governance of German private higher 
education reveals important parallels with, as well as distinctions 
from, international research findings on private higher 
education. Tentatively, private universities of applied sciences 
are closer to managerial ideals and are subject to stronger 
external guidance, managerial self-governance, and competition 
than private research universities. However, state regulation 
remains strongly pronounced and academic self-governance is 
preserved, at least partially due to regulatory frameworks that 
influence the organization of private higher education 
institutions in Germany. The private research universities 
studied appeared further removed from managerial ideals, with 
governance configurations resembling those of public sector 
universities in Germany. The study further underlined the 
blurring of traditional boundaries, specifically between 
management, academia, and administration, in the pursuit of 
organizational goals. An analysis of roles and influences ascribed 
by members of private higher education institutions to external 
boards further suggests that there are stronger legitimacy 
pressures on research-intensive private universities as well as 
private universities of applied sciences with nonprofit status. 

The findings of this study confirm certain trends observed in the 
international literature, such as with regard to a centralization 
of private higher education institutions on management levels, 
strong influences of external boards on private higher education, 
as well as stronger internal academic participation at research-
intensive and mission-driven nonprofit institutions. However, 
the German case stands out as strongly regulated both through 
state regulation and through (institutional, system, and 
program-level) accreditation frameworks. The resistance of 
research-intensive private universities to managerial ideal types 
and their perceived mimicking of public sector institutions 
raises further questions about the role of academic and public 
legitimacy in the German higher education system. 

While these findings are based on highly specific insights from a 
strongly state-regulated system with a long tradition of public 
higher education, they bear significance for further exploration: 
the identified differences between universities and universities 
of applied sciences may not be confined to the private sector and 
warrant more detailed exploration of the governance of both 
public and private universities of applied sciences. Evidence also 
points to parallels between private higher education institutions 
and younger universities that have emerged in European 
countries in recent years. It seems that for German private 
higher education, and potentially also in other European 
systems, distinctions by type (research universities versus other 
institutions) and legal status (for-profit versus nonprofit 
institutions) remain analytically relevant. 

The Future Outlook on German Private 
Higher Education 

German private higher education has predominantly expanded 
in niche and applied fields and among nontraditional students, 
where labor-market alignment and flexible delivery are valued. 
Students further value the support structures and service 
orientation of private higher education institutions and their 
increasingly AI-supported individualized learning 
environments. Unless these student desires for support and 
flexibility are met by public institutions, the private higher 
education sector in Germany will continue to expand, especially 
through online offerings. 

While, at the moment, private higher education institutions in 
Germany focus predominantly on the recruitment of local 
students, it will be interesting to observe how positioning in 
global higher education markets with international student 
recruitment and collaboration may develop. It will further be 
relevant to observe how policymakers and (research) funding 
organizations will respond to the growth and perceived 
increasing relevance of private higher education in Germany, as 
the development of regulatory frameworks and negotiation of 
access to (research) funding are likely to determine the further 
growth and profiling of private higher education institutions. 

 

Anna-Lena Rose is a researcher and Liudvika Leišytė is a professor of higher education, both at the Center for Higher Education at  
TU Dortmund University (Germany). E-mails: anna-lena.rose@tu-dortmund.de; liudvika.leisyte@tu-dortmund.de 
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PRIVATE HIGHER EDUCATION 

France’s State-Promoted Boom in For-
Profit Higher Education 
Mathis d’Aquino and Julien Jacqmin 

For-profit higher education in France has grown rapidly, not simply because of demand, but because 
public policy has enabled it. The expansion has been driven by apprenticeship funding, permissive 
regulation, and limited scrutiny. Many of the main providers are owned by private equity investors, 
and the sector’s size likely lies closer to the upper end of existing public estimates. 

or-profit higher education in France has expanded rapidly 
over the past decade, reaching around 15 percent of the 
student population today. This is not simply the result of 

unmet student demand or entrepreneurial initiative; it is largely 
a product of public policies. As we show in a 2026 Studies in 
Higher Education article, the French state helped create the 
conditions for its rapid expansion by directing large volumes of 
public money toward apprenticeship-based higher education 
while imposing limited oversight from the institutions that 
benefited from this support. 

A policy-driven expansion 

The key turning point was the 2018 apprenticeship reform. 
Initiated by the Ministry of Labour, the reform reorganized 
funding so that money increasingly followed students enrolled 
in apprenticeship programs. In principle, apprenticeship can 
serve useful goals by linking study and work. In practice, the 
reform also created strong incentives for institutions to recruit 
large numbers of students into publicly funded programs. 

The scale of this shift was remarkable. Apprenticeship contracts 
rose sharply, and much of the increase came from higher 
education. A large share of this expansion took place outside the 
traditional public university sector. For-profit institutions were 
particularly well positioned to benefit because they were often 
faster than public institutions in opening programs; adapting 
their course portfolios; and marketing themselves in vocational 
fields such as business, communication, design, information 
technology, and the arts. 

This growth was therefore not just demand-led; it was facilitated 
by the French government. By making public support more 
directly tied to student recruitment in apprenticeship tracks, the 
reform turned higher education into an attractive market for 
expansion. That is why the French case should not be read as a 
spontaneous rise of private provision. The government helped 
fuel it. 

Public money, unevenly distributed 

The rise of for-profit higher education is even more striking 
when placed alongside the recent financial situation of public 

institutions. While governments were channeling massive 
support into apprenticeship, public universities were operating 
under tighter constraints. 

The result was a paradox. At the very moment when public 
higher education faced sustained pressure, new public resources 
were being deployed through a mechanism that strongly 
benefited alternative providers. It created a policy environment 
in which for-profit institutions could grow quickly while public 
institutions remained structurally constrained. 

This matters because it changes how the expansion should be 
interpreted. The growth of for-profit higher education in France 
was not simply a private-sector success story. It was linked to the 
reorientation of public spending. 

Private equity in the background 

Another important feature of the sector is that, for the most part, 
the main for-profit providers are backed by private equity funds. 
This is crucial to understanding both the speed of expansion and 
the opacity of the sector. Private equity–backed groups have 
access to capital, can scale quickly through acquisitions and 
branding, and are strongly incentivized to pursue growth. Our 
research estimates that around 86 percent of students enrolled in 
French for-profit higher education attend institutions owned, at 
least partially, by private equity investors. 

These ownership structures also shape the character of the 
sector. The issue is not that institutions are private but that 
many are organized within investment strategies oriented 
toward financial returns. This does not by itself determine 
educational quality, but it does raise important questions about 
transparency and accountability when public funding flows into 
organizations structured around maximizing shareholder value. 

Because many of these groups operate through layered corporate 
forms and private ownership structures, it is difficult to 
reconstruct how revenues are used, how profits are distributed, 
or how educational spending compares with marketing and 
communication costs. That lack of transparency is one of the 
defining features of the French case. 

F 
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Limited scrutiny, limited visibility 

The second major driver of the boom has been the weakness of 
oversight. France does not have a comprehensive system for 
tracking and regulating higher education. Public universities are 
visible in official datasets and have to go through long-
established evaluation frameworks. Many private providers are 
not. 

Institutions seeking apprenticeship funding must satisfy certain 
administrative requirements set by the Ministry of Labour, but 
these are not equivalent to robust academic quality assurance. In 
practice, the relevant certifications often verify processes rather 
than teaching quality, learning conditions, or academic 
standards. This creates a permissive environment in which 
institutions can present themselves as publicly recognized while 
facing only limited scrutiny as higher education actors. 

The consequences are both regulatory and statistical. Official 
estimates suggest that between 8 and 15 percent of higher 
education students in France are enrolled in for-profit 
institutions. That unusually wide range reflects not just 
measurement difficulties but a deeper governance problem: the 
absence of a unified system capable of making the sector fully 
visible. 

The invisible students 

Our research addresses this blind spot by compiling self-
reported enrollment figures from the main for-profit providers 
operating in France. The resulting estimate is around 450,000 
students. That places the sector closer to the upper bound of 
existing public estimates. 

Even if this figure remains approximate, its significance is clear. 
For-profit higher education in France is no longer marginal. It 
has become a major part of the system, educating hundreds of 

thousands of students, many through publicly funded 
apprenticeship pathways. Yet these students remain only 
partially visible in administrative data and public debate. 

That invisibility matters. It becomes harder to know who is 
studying where, under what conditions, and with what 
educational outcomes. It also becomes harder to evaluate the use 
of public money. The state can count apprenticeship contracts 
more easily than it can assess the educational experience attached 
to them. 

A policy blind spot 

The deeper problem is not only the scale of the sector, but also 
the weakness of policy evaluation. Public discussion has focused 
overwhelmingly on quantitative success: the number of 
apprentices, the number of contracts, and the promise of 
employability. Much less attention has been paid to what 
students are actually learning, what forms of higher education 
are being expanded, and how public funding is reshaping the 
institutional landscape. 

This is the central lesson of the French case. For-profit higher 
education expanded because government policy made it 
attractive and because oversight remained too weak to track its 
development clearly. Large amounts of public funding 
encouraged rapid growth. Limited scrutiny allowed that growth 
to occur without adequate transparency or educational 
evaluation. In a period when public institutions themselves were 
under financial strain, that combination proved especially 
powerful. 

France’s boom in for-profit higher education should therefore 
be understood not as a secondary development at the margins of 
the system but as a state-promoted transformation at its center. 
It is a reminder that private expansion in higher education is 
often built not against the state, but through it. 
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PRIVATE HIGHER EDUCATION 

Communism’s Private Higher Education 
Daniel C. Levy 

While it is important to recognize the existence of private higher education (PHE) under 
Communism, it is likewise important to identify and understand the powerful limitations of this 
peculiar marriage. PHE under Communism has always been comparatively small. It is pointedly 
circumscribed in the functional missions it can undertake, most notably in religious or other cultural 
diversity. Above all, PHE under Communism is circumscribed in its political autonomy. 

he first stunning fact about private higher education 
(PHE) and Communism is the very existence of this odd 
couple. Is not Communist PHE largely oxymoronic? Yet 

before we become too casual about the oddity, we must 
appreciate the counterpoint: how limited PHE under 
Communism has always been. 

Marriage: Where and Why 

PHE exists in three of the world’s five Communist political 
systems: China, Vietnam, and the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic (Lao PDR). North Korean PHE enrollment share is 
generally placed as 0, notwithstanding the unusual 
internationally sustained Evangelical Pyongyang University of 
Science and Technology. Cuba thus stands as the singular case in 
which PHE remains banned under Communism. 

The landmark entry of PHE into Communist systems came with 
Xiaoping Deng’s 1978 historic economic reforms, which opened 
China to massive marketization after three decades of 
Communist public monopoly following the Maoist 
nationalizations, including of pre-existing private education at 
all levels. Vietnam’s opening to PHE was largely coincident in 
timing, after it had been banned in North Vietnam since 1954 
and then in all of Vietnam after national unification in 1975. Lao 
PDR’s “New Economic Mechanism” followed by 1986. 

More importantly, the reasons for allowing PHE were quite 
similar across China, Vietnam, and Lao PDR. Key at the macro 
level was the dilution of economic Communist orthodoxy. 
Economic dogma receded and the state ceased to be the sole 
source of ownership, production, and provision. Private 
business was not only permitted but encouraged. To be sure, 
rationales for private enterprise were carefully circumscribed: 
they were process adjustments for efficiency and productivity to 
better serve the abiding purposes of Communist politics and 
society. Given the political sensitivity of private property and 
trade in social spheres such as education, the very term “private” 
was initially obscured by terms such as “people-founded” or 
“non-governmental” or “social forces.” Vietnam eventually took 
a globally extreme step by creating a “public autonomous sector” 
that, without basic public funding, behaves more like the 
country’s PHE than the rest of its public sector. At the same time, 

it allowed its PHE to be legally for-profit, followed by a 
dominance of the for-profit form within PHE that is 
unsurpassed globally; China too has (more recently) allowed the 
for-profit form, which many non-Communist systems do not. 

PHE under Communism has been, above all, a practical matter. 
It has enabled Communist regimes to expand access in the face 
of rising demand for higher education, without public budget 
encumbrance. One could say something similar about many 
non-Communist regimes; the point here is that, by allowing 
PHE, Communist regimes obliterate a previously decisive 
difference between themselves and other regimes. 

Limited PHE Scope: Quantitative 

Much as the co-existence of Communism and PHE is real and 
comprehensible, closer analysis identifies major limitations. 
Perhaps the plainest are quantitative. 

Never has a Communist country had a high private share of total 
enrollment. By the leading global dataset, tiny Lao PDR is the 
upper-end outlier at 28.4 percent. Even this is marginally below 
the global 32.2-percent share and further below the 37.2-percent 
Asian share and the 45.2-percent Southeast Asian share. China’s 
13.5-percent share and Vietnam’s 13.0-percent share are more 
modal for Communist regimes (though, curiously, the Chinese 
regime internally disseminates a higher private share figure than 
it chooses to pass on internationally, via UNESCO). Computing 
0 percent for North Korea and Cuba, we get an average 
(unweighted by higher education system size) of 11.0 percent for 
Communist countries—a third of the private average share 
globally. These enrollment shares tell us more than the mere 
facts that China has 803 private institutions while Vietnam has 
67 and Lao PDR perhaps 60. 

Moreover, a historically inclusive enrollment figure for PHE 
under Communism would be significantly lower than 11 percent. 
PHE was banned throughout the life of Communist Russia and 
then of the USSR. It is therefore not a mere coincidence that in 
their post-Communist realities, the largely statist or heavily 
Soviet-rooted Tajikistan and Turkmenistan would only in a 
delayed and minimal manner allow PHE. The sharper breaks 
from Communism in Kyrgyzstan and especially Kazakhstan 

T 
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brought much more robust PHE sectors immediately in the 
1990s, with Kazakhstan’s PHE becoming the majority 
enrollment sector. Elsewhere, Algeria’s markedly socialist 
orientation explains its being the largest higher education 
system without PHE until the 21st century. 

Limited PHE Scope: Qualitative 

Greater appreciation of the comparatively small scope of PHE 
under Communism comes through identifying how 
Communism restricts otherwise globally widespread rationales, 
underpinnings, stakeholders, and types of PHE. 

Much of global PHE has been religious in origin. Indeed, most 
PHE sectors have begun with religious institutions. Most 
contemporary PHE sectors have some or much religious PHE. 
But no Communist country allows religious PHE. In contrast, 
among non-Communist countries, Turkey may be the sole one 
banning religious PHE. Nor do the Communist PHE sectors 
have ethnic identity– or group-based components. Where 
China has group-oriented institutions for minority ethnic 
groups and for women, it restricts them to the public sector. 
While Communism has bent itself out of shape to allow the 
market into PHE, it permits no such accommodation to social or 
cultural pluralism. 

Academically upper-end PHE, though not similarly banned, is 
uncommon under Communism. The point is almost 
unremarkable for world-class PHE, since such PHE is so rare 
outside the United States; regardless, political Communism 
could never allow the freedom required by world-class higher 
education in the social sciences and arts. Empirically more 
relevant is the relative paucity of internationally “semi-elite” 
PHE under Communism. It is one thing to permit social space 
for non-elite higher education institutions with relatively low 
status or cultural influence; it is another to allow more ample 
autonomous space. Vietnam is a partial exception, with a semi-
elite chunk within its small PHE sector, but China is a weightier 
counterexample with its comparatively limited semi-elite 
presence. 

Within the bulk of PHE under Communism—non-elite—there 
is the demand-absorbing aspect but, again, quantitative 
limitations thereupon. A striking complement on the non-elite 
side is the rise and perhaps dominance within Chinese and 
Vietnamese PHE of “product-oriented institutions,” shaped to 
serve students’ direct access to employment. If demand-
absorbing PHE is an accommodation largely to spare state 
burden, product-oriented PHE offers more direct service to the 
economy. 

Ultimate State Control 

The most salient private aspect of PHE under Communism 
remains financial: who pays. As in most global PHE not under 
Communism, PHE students pay (while even public university 
students face heftier tuition than in many non-Communist 
countries). This financial privateness contrasts to the curbs on 
cultural privateness already noted, and when it comes to 
governance, politics, and power, privateness is particularly 
limited under Communism. Although there is some variation at 
the micro level, where private owners and managers have more 
operational flexibility than managers do at public institutions 
(following the general global pattern), the presence of 
Communist party officials within private as well as public 
institutions greatly limits private-public divergence. 

In macro-politics too there can be only limited PHE-public 
divergence. Although party and state sometimes choose to make 
somewhat different public policies for the two sectors, they 
sometimes put the sectors under one common set of rules. Most 
of all, the freedom and fate of PHE always remain at the 
discretion of Communist political leadership, reflective of the 
general weakness of legal property rights and political liberty. 
When President Xi recently clamped down generally on private 
businesses, private colleges felt the sting. Nor is it surprising that 
China has been restrictive in allowing international branch 
campuses, authorizing only one that has not been part of public 
universities and thus under their control. Vietnam, likewise, has 
only one international branch campus, while it too quite 
encourages foreign financial investment. 
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STUDENT ACTIVISM 

Student Activism on Steroids 
Philip G. Altbach and Manja Klemenčič 

Student political activism has always been a potent force in universities and in society. In the past 
decade, social movements, often with strong student participation or even leadership, have created 
significant unrest or have even overthrown regimes. Examples include Nepal, Serbia, Bangladesh, 
and others. There are a number of features of contemporary student activism that set it apart, 
including the crucial role played by social media. 

s they have for much of the history of higher education, 
students remain at the center of social and protest 
movements around the world. Global protest trackers 

show that, while the number of protests around the world is 
growing, the number of protests led by students and youth is 
growing even faster. Attention to student activism too is rising, 
with broad recognition of the key role played by student protest. 

A Brief Historical Perspective 

For centuries, students have sporadically been active in politics. 
In Italy and elsewhere, students protested campus conditions in 
the medieval period and often ousted professors they did not 
like. Students played a key role in the ultimately unsuccessful 
European revolutions of 1848 which fought against monarchies. 
Students were also among the first organized groups to support 
Hitler in Germany in the 1930s and were key forces in anti-
colonial and nationalist struggles in the Global South. Of course, 
students were especially active in the 1960s, both in anti-war 
protests and in favor of higher education reform in Western 
countries. While student movements have been generally on the 
left, this has not always been the case. 

The “Iron Law” of Student Activism 

Students can often bring public attention to social or political 
issues underpinning discontent and may help or even galvanize 
social movements that may destabilize or even overthrow 
regimes. In universities, students may stimulate reforms or 
disruption. As a social group, students often have the leisure of 
time and the advantage of education to develop ideas and 
organize in the university environment; when these ideas 
coincide with societal concerns, the result may be powerful. 
However, students cannot control national politics once a 
regime is removed or a major crisis takes place. Even when 
students are able to force universities to make reforms, such 
changes are seldom long lasting. Often, the adversarial and 
uncompromising voices of student activists do not succeed. 
Societal politics is generally about political power, vested in 
economic or military resources, and in the ability to build 
alliances and forge compromises. Indeed, politics after the end 
of a social movement often moves in directions different from 
those advocated by student activists. For example, although the 

“Arab Spring” movements in 2011 were significantly influenced 
by students, groups who took advantage of those social 
movements—the Muslim Brotherhood, ultranationalist forces, 
and the military—were not favored by students, as these groups 
often repressed the student activists. 

Protest Focused on Higher Education Reform 

One notable exception to the “iron law” is Chile with the most 
successful student protest in recent history. From 2011–2013, the 
Confederation of Chilean Student Federations (CONFECH), 
joined by high school students and others, organized protests 
with demands toward increased public funding for higher 
education and free, quality public education. While not all 
student demands were realized, such as writing off accrued 
student debt, the student protesters over time halted the 
neoliberal education reforms. Main student leaders were elected 
to the National Congress, championing public debate on student 
demands and impacting the legislative agenda. The former 
President of Chile, Gabriel Boric, was a student leader who also 
appointed several former CONFECH leaders to his Cabinet and 
other governmental positions (although newly elected hard-
right president Kast is likely to undo many of his reforms). 

One might argue that this movement was successful because it 
focused specifically on higher education, not society more 
broadly, but other similar movements were less successful. 
#FeesMustFall student protests, which originated in South 
Africa, took place around the globe, but with varying success. In 
other contexts, such as the United Kingdom, student protests did 
not stop planned increases in tuition fees. 

Recent Examples 

The past decade has seen an unprecedented number of student-
inspired protests and related movements—often with dramatic 
political and social impacts around the world. Student and youth 
protests against corrupt governments have become frequent and 
visible globally. Some of these protests have led to the 
government's fall or at least some change. For example, the 
Antidiscrimination Students Movement in Bangladesh, formed 
in 2024, was at the forefront of the July Revolution that ousted 
prime minister Sheikh Hasina. In Mongolia, student protests in 
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2025 initially condemned the lavish lifestyle of the son of the 
prime minister and ultimately grew into a broad anti-corruption 
movement that ousted prime minister Oyun-Erdene. In Nepal, 
Gen Z protests led to prime minister K. P. Sharma Oli’s 
resignation, voicing grievances over nepotism and corruption in 
the government. Other protests, like in Serbia, were less 
impactful. Since November 2024, Serbian students (and 
opposition members) have continuously protested against 
government corruption, sparked by an accident when a roof 
above the entrance to a train station collapsed and killed 16 
people. These protests, however, have failed to oust the 
government. 

In the United States, recent student activism concerning the 
Israel-Hamas war, both pro-Palestinian and pro-Israel, roiled a 
limited number of mostly elite campuses. Creating disruption, 
accusations of anti-Semitism, and pressure from various 
constituencies, the demonstrations were handled poorly by 
some universities—and the “crises” created were used by the 
Trump administration as justifications for legal and financial 
sanctions against several elite private universities. 

Contemporary Characteristics 

Social media plays a key role in student protests today, as it 
allows students and other young people to quickly and widely 
promote grievances and mobilize action. Protests in one 
country, when shared online, inspire those in other countries, 
especially when there is similarity in experiences or grievances. 
In the case of the Western Balkans, the Serbian anti-government 
protests also sparked protests in Bosnia and Herzegovina and 
North Macedonia. In Asia, anti-corruption demonstrations that 
started in Indonesia and Nepal were followed in the Philippines. 

The role of social media in protest movements has also been 
recognized by governments wishing to curb protest: there was a 
30-day suspension of social media in South Sudan, a ban in 
Nepal, and a government shutdown of the internet in Iran to 
prevent demonstrators from mobilizing and coordinating 
protest action through social media. Specific tools and platforms 
have become integral aspects of student- and youth-led protest 
action. In Morocco, GenZ 212, a collective organized online by 
anonymous founders, has rapidly gained members on Discord. 
The “One Piece” Japanese manga symbol has been shared online 
and gradually adopted by Gen Z protest movements in several 
countries. 

Persecution and use of violence against student activists 
continue to be common features, especially but not exclusively 
in nondemocratic regimes. In Iran, hundreds of students were 
arrested and faced academic suspension in 2023 when mass 
protesting the death in custody of Mahsa Amini. Several 
students died in a protest in Togo opposing the country’s 
removal of presidential term limits. The “White Paper” protests 
in China in 2022 also resulted in multiple arrests of students. 
Many more cases exist and have been captured by organizations, 
such as Scholars at Risk’s Academic Freedom Monitoring Project 
and The Norwegian Students’ and Academics’ International 
Assistance Fund. 

Governments have always paid close attention to student 
activism: they either try to suppress it or use it as their own 
political tool. As higher education itself becomes more of a target 
by governments around the world, it remains to be seen if 
student protests will continue to increase or if they will become 
less pronounced in the years to come. 
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STUDENT ACTIVISM 

Students under Attack: Who Represses 
Them, and Who Protects Them? 
Héctor Ríos-Jara and Palak Rao 

University student activism is facing increasing repression worldwide. This article reviews the 
“Activism under Attack” report published by the Norwegian Students’ and Academics’ International 
Assistance Fund in 2024. The report shows that, while activism is becoming more diverse and 
digitally mediated, repression against activists is intensifying, even in countries considered 
democratic. Governments and universities are deploying increasingly stringent legal and 
institutional sanctions to constrain student political engagement. In times of democratic backlash, 
who defends universities’ civic and academic freedoms, and how? 

n 2023, Dana Abu Qamar, a Palestinian international student 
at the University of Manchester, faced immigration 
enforcement after speaking at a pro-Palestinian 

demonstration at the university. The British Home Office 
attempted to revoke her student visa because her presence was 
“not conducive to the public good.” In 2025, Mahmoud Khalil, a 
Palestinian graduate associated with Columbia University, was 
detained for several months by US immigration authorities after 
participating in protest encampments in solidarity with 
Palestine. In both cases, government officials attempted to 
suspend students’ visa status and even considered expelling them 
from the country, while universities were threatened with 
disciplinary measures, including withdrawing visa sponsorship. 

Dana’s and Mahmoud’s experiences are not isolated. Targeted 
violence; unjustified detentions and arrests; legal harassment; 
and different forms of surveillance, intimidation, and 
persecution have become increasingly common tools deployed 
by governments and universities to deal with student activists. 
Historically, these tactics have been systematically used by 
authoritarian regimes to suppress dissent, limit political 
participation, and constrain the exercise of civil liberties. 
Unfortunately, recent evidence shows that these tactics have also 
become part of the toolkits used by governments and 
universities in countries considered democratic. 

Contemporary Activism 

In 2024, the Norwegian Students’ and Academics’ International 
Assistance Fund (SAIH) published its second “Activism under 
Attack” report. The study explores how university students 
engage in activism and what forms of repression they face. Our 
research draws on a survey, completed by 263 activists from 38 
countries, and 28 in-depth interviews with student activists 
from 19 countries. The study gathers diverse perspectives, 
including countries with restricted academic freedom (32.61 
percent), free academic environments (27.72 percent), and 

severely restricted academic freedom (23.37 percent) according 
to the Academic Freedom Index. 

The report reveals that activists engage with many political 
causes that usually complement each other. Per 2024 data, the 
most frequent agendas mobilizing participants were education 
issues (20.6 percent), women’s rights (19.5 percent), and politics 
(16.7 percent), followed by gender and sexual rights (12.3 
percent), environmental issues (12.1 percent), and racism (10.4 
percent). 

Results also show that activism is evolving. In all, 26.6 percent 
of participants described online activism as their primary form 
of political engagement, with activities that include sharing 
information, creating digital content, and interacting with 
online communities. Around 21.3 percent of participants 
reported signing petitions and letters, 17.2 percent reported 
marching, and only 10.1 percent reported participating in 
strikes. 

Rising Repression 

More concerning are the patterns of repression related to how 
governments and universities are limiting student political 
expression. Around 31.8 percent and 26.5 percent of 
respondents described “fear of negative social repercussions” and 
“social delegitimization” as the main constraints to their political 
expression.  

Activists also revealed that government laws and university 
policies are the most common constraints to their political 
engagement. Roughly half of participants (51.8 percent) declared 
being affected by national legislation, and 70.5 percent indicated 
that their university had “laws or policies that limit activism.” 

Even activists operating in countries classified as having fully 
free or mostly free academic environments experienced these 
restrictions. For example, almost half of the respondents active 
in fully free countries stated that university policies affect their 
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political expression. This group includes participants from 
Norway, the United Kingdom, Chile, Portugal, and Canada. 

Activists also note that academic sanctions are the most common 
threat universities use. Over one-third of respondents reported 
experiencing threats of academic failure, suspension, or 
expulsion, while others reported experiencing disciplinary 
procedures or academic penalties because of their political 
involvement. The interviews provided biographical examples of 
how rising institutional repression is affecting student political 
expression. 

For example, a pro-democracy student activist from Eastern 
Europe who had participated in demonstrations on campus 
described his experience of being threatened with bad grades, 
explaining that educational authorities often relied on pressure 
rather than incentives: “At some point, they started to flatter me. 
They said: ‘You’re a good student, you have good grades, you’re 
the class representative. You should stop. You’re a clever guy.’” 
Similarly, a female activist from Central America describes her 
experience, saying, “They could refuse to give our diplomas for 
the actions we were taking. … That makes us wonder whether 
the activism that we’re doing is really worth it or not for the 
future.” 

Since 2024, these dynamics have intensified. The global wave of 
pro-Palestinian encampments triggered a new cycle of 
repression, particularly in Europe and North America, with 
governments and universities deploying repressive tactics to 
stop student political expression. These tactics include legal 
action, targeted surveillance, and restrictions on freedom of 
movement. According to the latest Free to Think report, between 
July 2024 and June 2025, there were 203 attacks on student 
expression and 113 incidents involving travel restrictions against 
students and academics. 

The Challenge of Protection 

The rise of repression against student activists seems to be the 
inevitable result of the global democratic backlash that defines 
our time. The weakening of democratic values and institutions, 

and the rising popularity of illiberal ideologies and right-wing 
populism, are eroding the exercise of civil and political rights, 
leaving students increasingly exposed to institutional repression. 
In this context, attacks on student activism can only intensify 
while illiberal governments continue to weaken social and 
political rights, limit the exercise of academic freedom in 
universities, and question the scientific basis of our knowledge 
system. These actions represent direct attacks on the 
fundamental conditions for the existence of modern 
universities, which are essential pillars for the exercise of their 
public role. 

However, there is little information about how student activists 
and academic communities can protect themselves and 
counterbalance democratic backlash. To fill this urgent gap, we 
are shifting the focus of our research to understanding how 
universities can protect student activists. Our preliminary 
findings suggest that various forms of protection exist. They are 
often led by emergent activist networks working in coalition 
with civil society and supportive academic communities. These 
initiatives develop preventive mechanisms to strengthen 
academic and civic freedoms within universities as well as 
responsive forms of protection designed to address the 
increasing attacks from governments and institutions. Yet many 
of these initiatives operate in the shadows of university 
authorities, outside institutional boundaries, or even in defiance 
of institutional measures. 

These experiences suggest that the fundamental freedoms that 
make the modern university possible are being defended from 
the ground up and not necessarily from the official institutions 
that are supposed to defend them. As our report suggests, higher 
education institutions risk becoming part of the democratic 
backlash rather than spaces of protection and defense of 
academic and civic freedoms. These raise two fundamental 
questions for the sector. First, who will defend universities’ civic 
and academic freedoms? Second, how can we protect students 
and activists resisting the global backlash against democratic 
values? 
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The Global “Youth Quake”? Student Protest 
and Generational Politics in Africa, 2020–2025 
Keamogetse G. Morwe and Thierry M. Luescher 

Contemporary African student protests signal a reconfiguration of generational politics shaped by 
mass education, constrained socioeconomic opportunity, and digital mobilization. Rather than 
isolated campus unrest, they express a broader youth political economy of frustration. These 
movements are locally rooted yet globally resonant, positioning students as central actors in wider 
youth-led protests. 

n the last five years, across Africa and in several parts of Asia 
and Latin America, students and young people have 
mobilized around issues of economic precarity, governance 

failures, and the erosion of their future prospects. As repeatedly 
reported in relation to the protests, these movements are locally 
grounded yet globally resonant. In this article we focus on the 
African cases, situating them within a broader Global South 
context, and argue that contemporary student protests reflect a 
reconfiguration of generational politics—particularly the 
political economic strain taken on by Gen Z at the intersection 
of mass education, constrained opportunity, and digitally 
mediated mobilization. 

Gen Z and the Political Economy of 
Frustration 

Gen Z, born between the late 1990s and early 2010s, has come to 
constitute a significant share of the global population, especially 
in Africa. Gen Z is the most educated generation in human 
history, owing to universal access to schooling and massified 
higher education even in much of the Global South. Despite this, 
unemployment and underemployment are part of the Gen Z 
experience. This “mobility constraint,” reported by The Guardian 
and the Financial Times, is central to understanding 
contemporary youth and student discontent in the Global South. 
Moreover, as “digital natives,” Gen Z uses transnational digital 
networks to articulate their grievances and rapidly mobilize 
collective dissent. 

Student activism is now more tightly interwoven with broader 
youth movements. As higher education in Africa is massifying, 
so are student grievances. As much as universities remain 
important sites of protest, in the post-COVID years they have 
become less campus-bound, more urban and networked. This is 
evident in key African student and youth movements of recent 
years. 

Fiscal Crisis and Youth Mobilization: The 
Case of Kenya 

The 2024 protest movement against Kenya’s finance bill is a 
popular case of recent youth mobilization in Africa. The 
proposed legislation sought to increase taxes on basic goods and 
services; at the same time there was also a proposal for a new 
“variable scholarship and loan funding model,” which affected 
students. 

According to University World News, the proposals triggered 
widespread opposition among youth facing rising living costs 
and limited employment prospects. As BBC News and Kenya’s 
Daily Nation reported, the protests escalated and culminated in 
the storming of Kenya’s Parliament in June 2024. The 
government subsequently withdrew the finance bill and the 
Constitutional Court ruled the new higher education funding 
model unconstitutional, thus marking a significant victory for 
the movement. A notable aspect of the #RejectFinanceBill2024 
was its scale of mobilization across social groups, suggesting that 
youth activism can act as a catalyst for wider societal discontent 
while having a distinctive digitally networked generational 
identity. 

Anti-Corruption and Political Authority: 
Uganda and Beyond 

In Uganda, youth and student mobilization has centered more 
explicitly on questions of corruption and political accountability. 
Uganda’s Daily Monitor reported that the #March2Parliament 
campaign in 2024 brought young people into direct 
confrontation with state authority, highlighting longstanding 
concerns about President Yoweri Museveni’s governance that 
narrows the political space of democratic expression and 
operation. 

Repressive political dynamics are evident on the continent. In 
the Gambia, local media reported that youth groups challenged 
the transparency of asset sales linked to former President Yahya 
Jammeh, mobilizing around accountability and public interest. 

I 
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Their protests did not change policy but sparked wider public 
debate about governance in the post-authoritarian era. 

Elections, Constitutional Change, and 
Repression 

In some African contexts, electoral politics and constitutional 
reform shape student and youth protests. In Mozambique, for 
example, students and opposition groups contested election 
results. Meanwhile, local and regional media reported that 
student leaders in Zimbabwe faced arrest and intimidation when 
they protested the 2023 general election results (alongside other 
grievances). In Togo, the proposed constitutional changes to 
extend presidential tenure sparked opposition from student 
organizations and youth groups. These cases underscore the 
uneven political terrain across which student activism unfolds. 
Some movements may achieve policy concessions, while others 
encounter significant repression that limits their capacity for 
sustained mobilization and eventual impact. 

Higher Education as a Site of Contestation: 
Morocco and Nigeria 

Often, student protests are directly linked to conditions within 
higher education systems and institutions. From late 2023 into 
2024, medical students in Morocco engaged in sustained strikes, 
opposing curriculum reforms and declining training conditions. 
As Morocco World News and Reuters observed, the protests 
highlighted systemic issues in the health and education sectors. 
Negotiations with the government secured concessions, 
including adjustments to student stipends; however, many 
concerns remained unresolved. 

In Nigeria, although the 2020 #EndSARS protests remain a 
reference point, recent mobilizations have addressed both 
national and sector-specific issues. Protests linked to rising 
living costs and governance concerns have intersected with 
student-led campaigns around accreditation delays and 
institutional conditions. Premium Times shows how these issues 
affect students’ ability to complete their studies and transition 
into professional careers. These cases illustrate the dual 
character of student protest: rooted in higher education 
specificities and tied to broader political and economic 
dynamics. 

The Institutionalization of #FeesMustFall: 
South Africa 

In contrast to the nationally explosive protests seen in Kenya, 
Morocco, and Nigeria, student mobilization in South Africa in 

2024–25 took a more institutionalized and university policy–
focused form. These more recent efforts reflect the enduring 
legacy of #FeesMustFall (2015–16) in institutional politics. 
Protests across the universities of Cape Town, Fort Hare, and the 
Witwatersrand centered on the dysfunctionality of the National 
Student Financial Aid Scheme, student funding and student 
debt, and student accommodation–related issues. As News24, 
Daily Maverick, and Mail & Guardian have reported, these issues 
left many students without accommodation or financial support 
at the start of the academic year, prompting a new pattern of 
campus shutdowns. Thus, despite mounting revelations of 
government corruption and service-delivery failures, student 
mobilization in South Africa is not so much about broader 
political change as about securing the material conditions 
necessary for broad-based student participation in higher 
education. 

Global Resonances of Contemporary Student 
Protests 

The cases of African student and youth protests resonate with 
similar patterns elsewhere in the Global South. In Bangladesh, 
student-led protests in 2024 against public sector employment 
quotas escalated into nationwide unrest, as reported by Al 
Jazeera. In Indonesia, youth mobilization around electoral and 
governance issues similarly drew on digital networks and 
student participation, according to The Jakarta Post. Such 
parallels show that while protests are locally specific, they are 
shaped by shared structural conditions: demographic youth 
bulges, expanding education systems, constrained labor markets, 
and contested governance. 

In this regard, student and youth protests are reshaping political 
discourse and challenging established narratives of political 
apathy. As The Economist has noted in its coverage of global youth 
unrest, young people are asserting themselves as political actors, 
even in contexts where formal avenues for participation are 
limited. 

While we are not quite witnessing a “Youth Quake” in the sense 
of a singular political rupture catalyzed by young people across 
the Globe, there is evidently a convergence of structural 
pressures that produce recurrent waves of youth mobilization 
across different national contexts and beyond. In Africa, students 
remain central to this process; they are not isolated campus 
activists but embedded participants in broader youth-led 
movements. 
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The Chilean Path: From Student Protest to 
Managed University 
Julio Labraña 

Chile’s higher education trajectory illustrates how reforming market-based systems generates new 
institutional tensions rather than dissolving them. The 2018 Higher Education Law replaced student 
debt with state-funded access but reconfigured market competition as accreditation-driven 
compliance. The resulting managerial architecture produced quality-of-life frictions absent from the 
original student critique, complicating prospective counter-reforms and exposing the structural 
limits of the state-versus-market frame. 

hile built one of Latin America’s most expansive higher 
education systems on market logic. It is now dismantling 
the consequences of that logic through state 

intervention. The Chilean trajectory offers a complete arc: from 
radical marketization to mass protest, from protest to legislative 
victory, and from victory to new institutional tensions that 
neither side of the original debate anticipated. 

The Debt Behind the Diploma 

Chile’s postdictatorship higher education model rested on a 
straightforward premise: the state would subsidize demand, 
households would absorb costs, and institutional competition 
would drive quality. By the early 2000s, gross enrollment 
surpassed 40 percent, placing Chile among the region’s most 
expansive systems. Successive governments celebrated this 
expansion as a vindication of the model, treating rising 
enrollment as evidence of social progress. 

The Credit with State Guarantee (CAE), introduced in 2006, 
became the emblematic instrument of inclusion through debt. 
Middle- and lower-income students entered universities they 
previously could not access but exited with repayment 
obligations extending well into their professional lives. Because 
the state guaranteed the loans while private banks collected the 
returns, enrollment continued to rise alongside the portfolio of 
unpaid debt. 

The student movements of 2011 and 2012 emerged to articulate 
contradictions the system had generated but could not resolve. 
First-generation students discovered that debt-financed access 
meant precarious integration rather than genuine opportunity. 
The 2011 protests, which drew sustained support from over 70 
percent of the public, centered on a specific charge: the state had 
become a subsidiary of a private market rather than a guarantor 
of social rights. 

Diagnostic precision and a focus on economic structure 
distinguished the Chilean movement. A central demand was fin 
al lucro, the elimination of profit-seeking in publicly funded 

institutions. Students did not demand transforming the 
institutions themselves; they demanded restructuring the 
economic relationship between the state, the institution, and the 
student. That specificity made the movement legible to 
legislators and transformable into policy. 

The Regulatory Turn 

The movement’s specificity had a direct legislative consequence. 
By framing demands in economic rather than ideological terms, 
it created conditions for a precise policy response. The 2018 
Higher Education Law (Law 21.091) represented a genuine 
policy transformation. Its central provision, Gratuidad, 
established that students from the bottom 60 percent of the 
income distribution could attend accredited institutions tuition-
free. By 2025, Gratuidad covered approximately 600,000 
students. The law also created the Undersecretariat of Higher 
Education for planning and the Superintendency of Higher 
Education, which was responsible for auditing institutions and 
preventing profit generation from state-funded activity. 

In this new environment, market logics were reformulated, not 
abandoned. Free tuition required the state to control costs, 
define eligible institutions, set enrollment quotas, and monitor 
financial compliance. Liberation from market dependency 
created a new dependency on state approval and state-adjacent 
metrics of institutional legitimacy. The regulatory architecture 
built to protect students now governs virtually every significant 
institutional decision. 

While similar dynamics are emerging in other Latin American 
countries pursuing state-led access reforms, Chile is unique in 
the speed and completeness of its transition as well as in the 
degree to which former student leaders presided over it. When 
Gabriel Boric, a former student leader from the 2011 protests, 
assumed the presidency in 2022, the market critique was fully 
institutionalized. Protest converted into state decision-making; 
the revolutionaries became the regulators. 

C 
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Competition by Other Means 

The most counterintuitive outcome of this regulatory turn is 
that it failed to eliminate institutional market competition. The 
National Accreditation Commission (CNA), significantly 
reinforced by the 2018 law, now functions as the central 
instrument of institutional survival. Accreditation is no longer 
voluntary. Because only accredited institutions can access most 
state funding, accreditation has become a financial lifeline, and 
its criteria are the de facto strategic priorities of every university. 

The result is regulated competition. Institutions compete not for 
tuition-paying students in an open market but for state-funded 
students whose enrollment is conditioned on accreditation 
performance. Universities have responded by expanding 
management infrastructure to monitor, document, and optimize 
performance against CNA criteria. Strategic planning offices, 
quality assurance units, and outcome-tracking systems have 
proliferated across the sector. 

Quantifiable data have also acquired greater institutional 
relevance than unquantifiable aspects. Faculty are now evaluated 
against output metrics, programs are assessed for labor-market 
alignment, and resources migrate toward demonstrable 
indicators. The university previously criticized for 
subordinating education to profit has often been replaced by one 
subordinating education to compliance. 

The Costs of Compliance 

As structural access was partially secured, the register of student 
protest shifted. The 2018 Feminist May movement and the 
ongoing salience of mental health in Chilean universities 
signaled a transition from demands around funding to demands 
about the quality of institutional life. These movements have 
challenged the organizational environments produced by state-
funded, accreditation-driven institutions. 

Surveys in Chilean universities consistently document elevated 
rates of undergraduate anxiety, burnout, and psychological 
distress. Institutional health reports establish a correlation with 
intensified academic pressure stemming from accreditation 
requirements. A system that resolved its access problem 
generated a quality-of-life problem. Institutions incorporated 
well-being indicators and psychosocial support units into their 
quality frameworks. However, the system responds in the only 
register it knows. Each new friction generates a new metric, 
reinforcing the underlying logic and resulting in institutional 
lock-in. 

The Next Turn 

With José Antonio Kast’s government, Chilean higher 
education enters a phase of potential counter-reform. The 
administration’s emphases on fiscal efficiency, freedom of 
choice, and reducing regulatory burden suggest the political will 
to revise Law 21.091 and possibly reintroduce market 
mechanisms. 

Structural constraints on this ambition are significant. 
Regulatory bodies are embedded in legislation requiring 
substantial congressional effort to modify. Furthermore, 
Gratuidad is a politically durable entitlement; eliminating it 
would impose visible costs on a large constituency. 
Administrative reorientation is more plausible than structural 
dismantling. The government may redefine accreditation 
criteria to reward efficiency, expand funding access across more 
institutions, and adjust coverage thresholds to shift the public-
private balance without repealing the existing framework. 

A government committed to reprivatizing educational logic 
must operate through a state apparatus committed to regulation. 
A clean ideological rupture seems structurally foreclosed. What 
remains possible is a “war of metrics”: a gradual redefinition of 
what the state measures and incentivizes, without changing the 
formal managerial architecture governing universities. 

Lessons from the Chilean case 

The Chilean arc demonstrates that higher education reform does 
not eliminate institutional tension. The tensions from the 
market model were real and the reforms necessary. However, 
those reforms produced a new configuration with frictions the 
original coalition could not anticipate. 

The managerialist turn was a predictable response to 
compliance-based regulation. Governance tools like 
accreditation require explicit counterweights, including 
protections for institutional autonomy and qualitative reviews, 
to prevent metrics from becoming the sole language of 
institutional life. Building formal mechanisms for institutional 
dissent to inform policy, such as ombudsman functions and 
independent reviews, can also help to identify system failures. In 
Chile, the student movement identified the CAE’s structural 
consequences years before ministries acknowledged them. 

Ultimately, debating the primacy of a market-centric or state-
centric system obscures the fundamental question: what 
conditions allow universities to fulfill a social purpose that 
neither markets nor metrics can fully specify? Systems unable to 
answer this will continue generating protest regardless of the 
primary funder. 
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Universities as Sites of Mobilization in 
North Africa: Insights from Egypt 
Farah Ramzy 

This article examines transformations of student politics in Egypt since the Arab uprisings. While 
neoliberal restructuring of higher education and intensified political repression weakened 
conventional protest forms, it enabled the emergence of alternative spaces where students formed 
political awareness. During the brief political opening around 2011, student political action took on 
various forms including protests but also more institutionalized competition through student 
unions. 

s soon as the Arab uprisings broke out in the 2010s, they 
were associated with “youth.” Urban, educated, 
connected activists in their 20s and 30s were seen as the 

main actors of unexpected revolutions. While this 
interpretation has since been criticized for overly simplifying a 
diverse phenomenon—by centering it on figures of modern, 
Western-oriented youth and attributing it to megacorporations 
such as Facebook and Twitter—the idea of a youth revolution 
remains prevalent in accounts of the “Arab Spring.” Notably 
absent from this representation of youth is their status as 
university students or recent graduates. Although there were 
student mobilizations on many university campuses in the years 
that followed, they were far from being at the heart of the 
uprisings. More recently, university campuses were central sites 
of pro-Palestinian mobilizations in North America and Europe; 
they did not, however, play a comparable role in North African 
countries. This absence is even more striking when we consider 
the historical role of university students at the forefront of 
national mobilizations in many countries in North Africa in the 
20th century. Where, then, were the students in 2011, and what 
has become of student activism in the region? 

The Egyptian case provides insight into how the neoliberal 
restructuring of higher education, combined with intensified 
political repression, weakened historically dominant forms of 
student politics, nonetheless leaving space for new, more subtle 
forms of political consciousness to emerge. It further shows 
how, in the period of political opening, putting forward the 
student status in a protest could function as a strategic 
mobilization frame—sometimes placing student protests at the 
center of national contention or, conversely, distancing them 
from national politics. Accordingly, capturing contemporary 
forms of student politics in authoritarian neoliberal contexts 
requires moving beyond the legacy of 20th-century student 
protests and opening the lens to a variety of political practices. 

From the Nation’s Leaders to Its Unemployed 
Graduates 

Throughout the 20th century, the construction of a modern 
higher education system in Egypt resulted in university students 
being seen as leaders of the struggle for national liberation and 
as an intellectual avant-garde speaking in the name of the nation. 
As in other states in North Africa, students carried a political 
charge, reflecting their position as members of an emerging 
educated national middle class. Student-led uprisings confirmed 
their centrality as political actors, including after independence, 
as they continued, despite state restrictions, to challenge the 
authoritarian consolidation of postcolonial regimes, especially 
during the 1970s. 

As early as 1974, Egypt—followed by Tunisia and Morocco—
launched programs of economic liberalization and subsequently 
worked with the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund on structural adjustment and economic reform programs. 
In this context, Egypt implemented higher education reforms 
involving partial privatization of the university sector alongside 
quality assurance and accreditation procedures. Similar reforms 
were pursued in Morocco and Tunisia. 

This neoliberal shift led some scholars to argue that universities 
lost their relevance as sites of political mobilization, with their 
mission shifting from forming national youth to producing 
employable graduates. Rampant unemployment reinforced this 
perception, as discourse across countries presented students as 
future unemployed graduates—frustrated and prone to 
radicalization. The emphasis shifted to professionalization and 
the acquisition of skills necessary for integration into a 
competitive private job market. A combination of surveillance 
and co-optation ensured control of student unions and reduced 
protests, with the exception of political Islam groups, which 
articulated charity, religious teaching, mobilization for regional 
causes, and intermittent critique of authoritarian regimes. 

Far from complete depoliticization, accounts from students in 
Egyptian universities prior to 2011 reveal, alongside intermittent 
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resurgences of mobilization around regional causes, new forms 
of political action—or pre-political practices—that would later 
be activated in a more open context. New student clubs emerged, 
organizing simulations of the United Nations and other 
international organizations, as well as development initiatives 
and international exchanges. 

Entirely managed by students, these clubs offered collective 
learning experiences centered on international and regional 
institutions as well as local social engagement. While consistent 
with the neoliberal ideal of skill development, student 
appropriation of these spaces fostered critical consciousness and 
a sense of legitimacy in learning and speaking about politics. 
These spaces contributed to a sense of agency: the capacity to see 
oneself as an actor in one’s professional future and to engage in 
collective action. Some participants later joined the 2011 
uprising; others went on to positions within the 
counterrevolutionary government or international 
organizations. These clubs nonetheless constituted a (trans-) 
formative experience, generating professional and interpersonal 
resources and offering a distinctive pathway to engaging with 
politics in an authoritarian context. 

Student Mobilizations in a Context of Failed 
Democratic Transition 

Between the 2011 uprising and the 2013 military intervention, 
political effervescence marked campuses. Fieldwork in Egypt 
shows that protests reemerged but were one form of collective 
action among others, alongside student unions and electoral 
activity affiliated with new political parties. 

In the immediate aftermath of the uprising, mobilizations 
focused on removing university leadership affiliated with the 
Mubarak regime and organizing free student union elections. 
Activists framed these protests not as student-specific issues but 
as a continuation of the revolution within universities. The 
following year, during mobilizations against repression in the 
transition period, student protests moved to the streets and 
merged into broader discontent. Paradoxically, many activists 
describe this episode as the “true return of the student 

movement,” as it revived historically recognizable forms of 
protest. 

The 2011–2012 elections saw new political parties and more 
structured student groups transforming the relatively informal 
networks that had characterized student organization. Growing 
critique of the Muslim Brotherhood’s (MB) year in power 
among non-MB students reflected national polarization and was 
expressed through competitive student union elections rather 
than street protests, which focused mainly on campus 
conditions. 

After 2013, universities became sites of contestation for MB 
students opposing regime change, and repression intensified. 
Non-MB groups mobilized against police violence on campus, 
framing it as a nonpolitical issue affecting ordinary students. 
Emphasizing their distance from MB, this strategy sought to 
preserve limited space for mobilization. As repression 
eliminated protests and reasserted state control, activists 
attempted to maintain elected unions. Ultimately, however, 
political activity from both MB and non-MB groups declined 
under the crackdown, ending the brief period of mass 
mobilization in Egypt. 

The End of Student Politics? 

While the brief parenthesis of political opening closed, the 
privatization of higher education has continued—and even 
accelerated—over the past decade, while the state has 
incorporated the neoliberal imperative of professionalization 
into a more systematic youth policy. In such a context, it might 
be tempting to conclude that student politics has reached an 
endpoint. Today protests are virtually absent from campuses, 
student unions have lost the power they briefly held, and, to 
ensure their continuity, student clubs have developed strategies 
to distance themselves from politics. 

Yet rather than marking the end of student politics, this article 
calls for continued attention to the evolving configurations of 
student politics, as higher education systems in North Africa are 
reshaped and, with them, the social and political experiences of 
students themselves. 
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The Other Side of the Coin: Extreme-Right 
Student Activism and the Struggle of Universities 
to Deal with It 
Hans de Wit 

In an increasingly polarized society, student activism tends also to be more polarized. The debate in 
higher education, politics, and media focuses on left-wing student activism. But there is a new wave 
of extreme-right student activism in many countries, infiltrating fraternities, sororities, and other 
student clubs, which is connected to, and sponsored by, far-right political parties and movements. 
Universities are struggling with how to deal with this phenomenon. 

n an increasingly polarized society, student activism tends 
also to be more polarized toward the extreme left or right. 
The clash between extreme-left and -right activists in Lyon, 

France, resulting in the death of a student affiliated with the 
extreme right, is a recent illustration of this polarization. 
Universities struggle to deal with these protests and with 
pressure from politicians to stop left-wing activism, while 
extreme-right activism on campuses seems overlooked. 
Although left-wing student activism is still dominant in most 
countries, far-right political parties and groups are increasingly 
more active in sponsoring and recruiting on campuses in France 
(Rassemblement National, RN), Germany (Alternative für 
Deutschland, AFD), the Netherlands (Forum for Democracy, FvD), 
and elsewhere. 

In their contribution to this issue, Philip G. Altbach and Manja 
Klemenčič state that “while student movements have been 
generally on the left, this has not always been the case.” These 
days, in most cases, the debate in higher education, politics, and 
media focuses on left-wing student activism and on how 
universities should deal with it. Conversely, conservative 
student groups have been relatively small and isolated, even 
feeling uncomfortable in an environment perceived as being 
more left-wing-oriented. 

But there is a new wave of extreme-right student activism in 
many countries, infiltrating fraternities, sororities, and other 
student clubs, which is connected to, and sponsored by, far-right 
political parties and movements. We have seen such a rise in the 
United States, for instance, through the presence of influencers 
such as Charlie Kirk (recently assassinated as a result of this 
polarization) and his organization Turning Point USA. There 
has also been a radicalization among college Republican 
organizations, such as the National Federation of College 
Republicans and College Republicans of America, with many 
now holding strong nationalist, Christian, and anti-Semitic 
positions. 

According to Binder and Kidder in their 2022 book The Channels 
of Student Activism: How the Left and Right are Winning (and Losing) 
in Campus Politics Today, there is a difference between the two 
groups. While right-wing student agendas and activism are 
stimulated and sponsored by conservative organizations such as 
Turning Point USA, left-wing student activism finds its drive 
more from within the university. While right-wing student 
activism targets campus culture (perceived as too liberal, “woke,” 
and leftist) and feeds into the nationalist agenda of extreme-right 
parties and groups outside campus, left-wing student activism 
has focused on broader societal and political issues, such as the 
relationships of universities with Israeli partner institutions in 
the context of the Gaza conflict or the presence of the fossil fuel 
industry in research, investments, and donations. 

This is happening not only in the United States, but also in the 
United Kingdom, Germany, France, and elsewhere. Recent cases 
in the Netherlands illustrate the rise of far-right activism among 
students and the struggles of universities as a result. 

Far-right Student Activism in the Netherlands 

Over the past few years, there have been many occurrences of 
extreme-right student activism on Dutch campuses. These 
students are present in booths at introductory events for new 
students, like other student groups, and universities have no 
reason to prohibit their presence as long as they comply with 
general rules. However, at the campuses of Radboud University 
in Nijmegen and Leiden University, students said their presence 
made them uncomfortable, in particular their association with 
anti-Semitic and/or anti-Islamic movements. 

Far-right student groups have also become active in university 
councils, taking advantage of low student voting in the elections 
for those councils. Groups like the Bold Student Party at Utrecht 
University and the Free University of Amsterdam, as well as 
“Liberi Erasmi” at the Erasmus University in Rotterdam, are 
closely related to the FvD, which is actively recruiting students. 
Students have become candidates for this party in this year’s 
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municipal elections, and media checking their backgrounds 
found proof of anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and even Nazi 
sympathies. 

Recently, a member of the far-right Greater Netherlands Student 
Association in Nijmegen was sentenced to two years in prison 
(with one year suspended) for illegal possession of weapons. The 
student was associated with extreme far-right movements, using 
Nazi symbols, and expressing Nazi sympathies. Another recent 
example is that of a student at the Free University of Amsterdam, 
affiliated with the Vrijmoedige Studentenpartij (VSP), 
intimidating and harassing female students and singing Nazi 
songs. This has raised great concern among staff and students, 
asking for university intervention. 

As mentioned, far-right student groups are an extension of 
extreme-right political parties and movements flaunting anti-
democratic positions. This includes attacks on transgender and 
minority students and is contrary to the codes of conduct and 
ethics of the universities—which are considered left-wing and 
“woke” institutions. 

Staying Neutral is No Option 

Universities, though, are struggling with how to deal with this 
phenomenon. Sarah de Lange, a professor of political pluralism 
at the University of Amsterdam, has argued elsewhere that 

executive boards must clearly indicate prohibited behavior: 
"Universities have codes of conduct that often mention 
discrimination as a form of undesirable behavior. These 
agreements must also be upheld in the representative advisory 
bodies." 

Easier said than done, apparently: up until now, universities 
have not reacted against the wave of right-wing presence on 
their campuses and have instead remained silent. 

As mentioned, the Dutch case is not unique. Although there is 
limited attention on extreme-right student activism, the 
progress of far-right political parties and movements on 
campuses across Europe, as well as in the United States and 
elsewhere, is substantial. It is a manifestation of the polarization 
in society. 

This gives reason for concern. Nazi sympathies, anti-Semitism, 
Islamophobia, anti-internationalization, and hostility against 
international students create a campus environment that goes 
against the human and social values of higher education. During 
the Gaza conflict, universities took severe action against 
extreme left-wing student activism. They cannot remain silent 
when far-right students increasingly violate human and 
academic values in their writings, declarations, and actions on 
campus. 

 

Hans de Wit is Professor Emeritus of the Practice and Distinguished Former Director of the Center for International Higher 
Education, Boston College. Email: dewitj@bc.edu  
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TRANSNATIONAL EDUCATION 

Focus on International Joint Universities 
and Regional Universities: Collaborative Models 
Jane Knight 

This article analyzes international joint and regional universities, differentiating them from 
international branch campuses and international franchise universities. It demonstrates that 
cooperation between governments and universities in partner countries to co-found, co-fund, co-
govern, and co-develop curriculum and research projects differs significantly from establishing a 
satellite campus or exporting courses to a foreign-country institution on a franchise basis. 
Rationales, benefits, risks, and challenges are identified for international collaborative universities. 

he last three decades have seen an exponential increase in 
all forms of international academic mobility—students 
and scholars; programs and providers; policies and 

regulations; and the universal exchange of knowledge, ideas, 
values, and culture. The diversity in forms and types of mobility 
today is unprecedented. This has brought new opportunities and 
has raised new issues and potential risks. All this points to the 
dynamism and responsiveness of the international higher 
education mobility landscape; it also contributes to confusion 
and misunderstanding of principles and key characteristics of the 
different forms of mobility. 

The four generic terms used to describe international academic 
mobility are cross-border, transnational, offshore, and 
borderless education. These terms are commonly used 
interchangeably even though they mean different things to 
higher education actors and stakeholders. For many, 
transnational education is understood to cover higher education 
programs and providers moving across national borders. This 
differs from cross-border education, which is wider in scope and 
includes student and scholar mobility in addition to program 
and provider mobility. Borderless education was once thought 
to include new developments in distance, virtual, and online 
education but has since broadened to include any kind of 
academic mobility in terms of space, time, and discipline. 
Offshore education is a well-known term, but landlocked 
countries do not see it as relevant, and use of the term has 
declined. Thus, these terms are broader in concept but less 
meaningful in practice. The challenge is to have clarity and a 
common understanding of them without trying to standardize 
definitions, thereby ignoring local context, policies, and 
language orientation. Two approaches to transnational 
education—international joint universities and regional 
universities—have traditionally been incorrectly labeled as 
international branch campuses but require more attention and a 
different categorization. 

Differences Between ‘Collaborative’ and 
‘Independent’ Models of Transnational 
Education 

International joint universities and regional universities can be 
described as international ‘collaborative’ models. The salient 
elements are co-founding, co-funding, co-governance, and co-
development of academic programs and research initiatives in 
the establishment of a new standalone university. Collaborative 
models differ from the ‘independent’ transnational approach, 
such as international branch campuses and franchise 
universities, where there is no co-founding partnership with any 
host-country institution. International branch campuses are 
essentially governed by—and offer the academic programs and 
credentials of—their parent university, which is located in a 
different country. There may be relationships with local higher 
education institutions, but these do not extend to ownership, 
funding, or shared development of the academic offer. This also 
applies to international franchise universities, which host 
academic programs and credentials of different/multiple foreign 
universities on a franchise basis. 

The distinguishing features of standalone regional universities 
and international joint universities are thus: 1) being co-
founded, co-funded, and co-governed by two or more countries; 
2) the existence of joint laboratories, networks, and centers of 
excellence; 3) a focus on collaboratively designed and delivered 
academic programs; 4) joint research and innovation projects; 
and 5) partnerships with actors from industry, civil society, and 
intergovernmental organizations in all partner countries. 

Founding Dates and Numbers 

The first international joint university was the Kazakh-German 
University, established in 1999. However, 14 of the 24 current 
international joint universities have been established since 2011, 
suggesting that this is a relatively recent development. The 
majority operate in Asia and the Middle East. China hosts the 
largest number of international joint universities, which it calls 
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